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Apology in Written English (WE) and Spoken English (SE) 
Synopsis 
The aims of this thesis are to explore features of apology in WE & SE, and to 
examine lexicogrammatical characteristics of WE & SE. Since Halliday’s 
systemic–functional grammar emphasizes the idea of “function” of language, this 
thesis chooses his theory of interpersonal function, especially mood, modality and 
their metaphor, to tackle the problem. Considering that any illustration isolated from 
the sociocultural context may lead to linguistic curiosities and do not achieve the 
communicative purposes, this thesis also explains features of apology in WE & SE 
from the social context point of view. 
Introduction 
To err is human. Each one needs to make an apology in daily life. A suitable 
apology not only shows good manner, but also keeps good social relationship. 
Therefore, the introductory part deals with the definition of apology and explains why 
the comparative study of apology in Written English and Spoken English is needed. 
For the purpose of illustration, this thesis sets up a database of apology texts, which 
consists of 100 written personal or business letters and 100 face to face, simultaneous 
conversations. 
Chapter One 
Chapter One attempts to give the theoretical foundation of apology. To begin 
with is the speech act theory. The relationship of structure and function determines the 
use of direct or indirect speech act. Indirect speech acts are generally associated with 
greater politeness in English than direct speech act. After the speech act theory are 
two terms closely connected with apology: face and politeness. The principles of face 
wants and politeness guide the participants involved in apology. Since the middle of 
the twentieth century, there has been a considerable literature attempting to define 
differences between written language and spoken language. It is necessary to make an 














Chapter Two is the discussion of interpersonal function in apology. The 
discussion is made with Halliday’s interpersonal function in his systemic-functional 
grammar. Interpersonal function is specified through choices of mood, modality 
system, metaphor of mood, modality etc. Language is the key to a society of which it 
is a part. Interpersonal function refers to the part which language shows its 
significance in keeping social relationship. Apology, in essence, is a remedy and its 
main purpose is to preserve relations.  
Chapter Three 
Chapter Three makes a comparative study of apology between WE & SE in 
terms of apology strategies, apology patterns (syntactic-semantic patterns used for 
apology), seriousness of apology and social distance of participants. Basic statistics 
are made to help the exploration. The finding proves that although WE and SE are 
independent of each other, they are by no means mutually exclusive.  
Conclusion 
The thesis attempts to make a comparative study of apology in WE & SE. 
Through an analysis of three chapters, involving theoretical foundations, the 
interpersonal function of apology and different features of apology in WE & SE, both 
the linguistic characteristics and social function of apology are made clear. It stands to 
stress that careful consideration should be given to the most common linguistic 
phenomenon like apology. It is also intended to help language learners to gain a 
deeper insight into Halliday’s linguistic theory and hope that the finding is beneficial 
to the learning of English, and can give some guides to the communication of people 
in society. 
 

















As an English proverb goes, “To err is man, to forgive is divine”. In daily life or 
social communication, and for various reasons, people may disobey the social rules and 
intrude the interests of others. As to some serious errors, such as breaking the law, they 
must face the judgment of the court. While for some minor ones, such as taking away 
someone else’s goods by mistake, late for appointments etc., if people know how to 
make an apology at right time in right manner, they can redress their wrong deeds and 
keep their social relationship. Therefore, apology is not only the show of good manners, 
but also the key to maintaining the good relation. However, it is easier said than done. 
Although people know the importance of apology, sometimes, they feel apology is such 
a shameful behavior that they are afraid of losing face. Thus, first of all, it is necessary 
to make clear what apology is and the historical study of it.  
 
I. The definition of apology  
The word “apology” comes directly from the Greek word apologia, a derivative 
of a word meaning “to speak in one's defence”, ultimately from the prefix apo-, which 
means “away; off”. They turn to start lots of English words, such as apogee for the 
point in an orbit furthest from the orbited body, and in the Biblical Apocrypha, which 
means books “hidden away”, together with logos, “speech” (from which people get the 
word logic).  
According to Plato's Apology, Socrates is on trial to defend himself against an 
allegation made by Meletus, a fellow Athenian. Meletus has accused Socrates of 
corrupting the youth of Athens by not believing in the Gods of the city-state. 
Throughout his trial, Socrates addresses the true reason for his bad reputation. He 
challenges the allegations made against him, and declares that his accusers have not 
given enough thought to their claims. Socrates explains why he has never held public 
office, and gives an overview on the life he has chosen to live. He proclaims to his 
fellow Athenians that their obsession with wealth and the material world must never 













to death, and gives his truthful perspective on death and the afterlife. Therefore, 
Socrate’s apology is actually a defence of himself from the accusations. 
In the sixteenth century, the word “apology” appeared in Thomas More’s 
Apology of Sir Thomas More, Knight, after More had been named the Office of Lord 
Chancellor of England. According to the book, Sir Thomas More is not regretting for 
his actions. In fact, he is seeking to justify himself and to defend himself from 
accusations. Another example is An Apology for the Life of Mr. Colley Cibber 
(Comedian) in 1740 by an English actor-manager who was answering his critic 
Alexander Pope with details  of his life's achievements. Here the word “apology” is used 
as a pun on the old sense and the modern one. It is a fake apology and is actually a 
justification, originally meaning one's opinions or conduct and not an expression of 
guilt or remorse. All these may look odd to people today, though the sense is not yet 
entirely obsolete. From this Greek origin, the word “apology” enters English either 
through French or Latin. 
However, on the other hand, after its first appearance, the meaning of apology 
begins to shift away from self-justification towards implying regret. This change seems 
to have occurred in two stages. Firstly, it is used to describe the process of excusing 
oneself from the wrath of a person affected by one's actions with the explanation that no 
offence is intended. Then the use moves further to acknowledge that some offence has 
in fact been given and to express regret - exactly the main modern sense. The meaning 
of apology has evolved a great deal for more than 2,000 years. When it came to the 20th 
century, it had a new look. The following are the definitions of apology from modern 
encyclopedia, linguistic dictionaries and linguists.  
 
apology n [C] 1. something that you say or write to show that you are sorry for 
doing something wrong. 2. literary a statement in which you defend something you 
believe in after it has been criticized by other people ( Longman Dictionary of 
Contemporary English, 1995:37).  
apology n. 1 a regretful acknowledgement of an offence or failure.2 an assurance 
that no offence was intended. 3 an explanation of defence (The oxford Encyclopedia 













apology n. a verbal or written expression of regret or a contrition for a fault or 
failing  (Collins Dictionary of the English Language, 1986:40). 
 
Holmes (1990:45) gave a broad definition of apology as the social criterion:  
An apology is a speech act addressed to B’s face-needs and intended to 
remedy an offense for which A takes responsibility, and thus to restore 
equilibrium between A and B (where A is the apologizer, and B is the 
person offended). 
She mentions that the elements of the definition imply the following minimal felicity 
conditions:  
(a) an act has occurred: 
(b) A believes the act has offended B; and  
(c) A takes some responsibility for the act. 
In these circumstances it is likely that A’s words will be interpreted as an apology. But 
it is not possible to predict exactly what form A’s words will take, as a wide range of 
forms can appropriately fit the apology slot in different circumstances. On the other 
hand, it is also possible that A might choose not to apologize and instead might produce 
one of the following words. 
    (1)That’s the way the cookie crumbles. 
      Next please. 
      Time for lunch. 
or any others which are unlikely to be interpreted as apologies. 
 
After 2,000 years of evolution, the meaning of the word “apology” has changed 
from the original “to speak in one’s defence” to the modern “primarily and essentially a 
social act, aiming at maintaining good relations between participants”. The modern one 
will be what the writer wants to discuss in this thesis. An typical apology will address 
an offense performed by the apologizer, as in (2).  
(2) [ A bumps into B, who is standing still.] 
A: Sorry. 
B: That’s OK.  
A’s behavior is an intrusion to B. Whether A and B are acquaintance or not, in order to 
maintain the social relation or obey the requirements for a member of the society. A 













someone else for whom the apologizer feels responsible, such as a child, a spouse, a 
friend, or a member of the same group. In the following example, A’s child spills drink 
on B’s carpet. As the child’s guardian, A is responsible for her child’s offense. Thus, A 
apologizes to B on behalf of the child. 
   (3) [ A’s child spills her drink on B’s carpet .] 
     A: Oh look I’m terribly sorry. I’ll clean it up. Have you got a cloth? 
B: Don’t worry. I’ll do it. It wasn’t very much.  
 
Overall, apology is intended to remedy the relationship between the offender and 
the victim. An adequate understanding of apology is essential not only in its remedial 
function but also in its effect, or in the context of the offense.  
 
II. Historical review of the study of apology 
 
With regards to more recent studies on apology, this thesis will mention five: 
three studies involving the production of apology and another two that are concerned 
about the perception of apology.  
 
As to production of apology, an extensive study made by Holmes (1989) presents 
the range of strategies serving as apologies in a New Zealand corpus of 183 naturally 
occurring remedial exchanges and the linguistic formulas used in these exchanges. The 
distribution of apologies is analyzed according to the type of offense needing remedy, 
the gender of the subjects, and the social relationship between the participants. Holmes 
finds out a number of differences based on gender. For example, women use apologies 
more than men. Women apologize to other women more than to men and men 
apologize to women more than to other men. Men’s apologies often allude to the 
offender, and women’s apologies focus more on the offended person. See two examples 
as follows. 
(4) (Waitress A apologizes to a customer in a restaurant)  
A: Please accept our apologies, sir. We will replace it for you. 
 
(5)(Male A and female B are close friends. A has given B a serious fight by 













A: I want to make an object apology.  
B: You need to. 
A: I really am sorry. I’m afraid I forgot the arrangem ent had been changed. 
In example (4), the female waitress concentrates on the offended person--“(You)Please 
accept our apologies, sir”. While in example (5), the male puts the emphasis on 
himself—“I want to make an object apology”, “I really am sorry”. Other gender 
differences are found as to seriousness of the offense, status difference, social distance, 
and frequency of acceptance of apologies by the offended party.  
 
Another apology production study is that of Frescura (1993). Data from the role 
play are coded according to a taxonomy comprising seven semantic formulas in two 
categories: hearer-supportive formulas and self-supportive formulas. The 
hearer-supportive formulas are used when complainees choose to support the face of 
the complainers by admitting their own guilt, or by offering compensation. The 
self-supportive formulas are used when complainees choose to support their own face 
by denying guilt, by appealing to the complainer’s leniency, or by providing an 
explanation for the offense. Example (6) is a typical one to illustrate this. 
(6) (Two friends are in the library)  
A: You know that pen you lent to me. I’m afraid I’ve lost it. I put it in my bag, but 
my bag was stolen yesterday.  
B: Oh, what a pity. But don’t worry about it. I will buy another one. 
In this example, the apologizer A, or the complainee, uses the self-supportive method 
by providing an explanation “I put it in my bag, but my bag was stolen yesterday”. The 
complainer uses the hearer-supportive method by supporting the face of the complainee 
through offering the compensation “I will buy another one”. Frescura finds that native 
speakers of Italian in Italy prefer the self-supportive formulas overall, whereas native 
speakers of English prefer the hearer-supportive formulas. Learners of Italian do not 
indicate any preference, whereas native Italian speakers in Canada appear to maintain 
some native Italian formulas. 
 
The final study of apology production mentioned in this thesis is done by Linnell, 
Porter, Stone, and Chen (1992). They use the verbal discourse completion situations 













native and twenty non-native speakers of English. No significant differences are found 
between the two groups in six of the eight situations which include situations such as 
forgetting a meeting with a boss, forgetting a meeting with a friend, and bumping into 
an elderly lady in a department store. However, the explicit expression of an apology, 
acknowledgment of responsibility, and intensification of the expression of apology are 
used significantly less by non-native speakers in two of the situations. Non-native 
speakers also use an explicit apology and an intensifier in an unintentional insult 
situation significantly less than native speakers, and undersupply an acknowledgment of 
responsibility for forgetting a meeting with a boss. In addition, performance on the 
speech act task is not found to correlate significantly with TOEFL scores. 
 
With respect to the perception of apology, Edmundson (1992) looks specifically 
at the perception of the semantic formulas in apology. The study attempts to determine 
(1) the ways in which semantic formulas are interpreted by native speakers, (2) the cues 
that subjects use to interpret the sincerity of an apology and the likelihood that it would 
be accepted, and (3) the rules needed to account for variety in interpretations of 
semantic formulas. Her study examines strategies in realizing a speech act and 
demonstrates one problematic aspect of the research --- one element can be placed in 
more than one category. In her study, 161 native speakers of English from Introduction 
to Language classes at Indiana University are asked to view one or two videos 
containing six apologies from several popular programs and to answer several questions 
concerning each apology. Edmundson also finds that the semantic formula like  
justification, explanation, or excuse, which she posits as one category, is interpreted by 
the subjects as two or three different categories. Hence, her research paradigm allows 
for a validation of the semantic formulas themselves.  
 
Zuskin (1993) supplements a discourse completion task with audio-visual 
prompts that are given via video as a means for assessing sociocultural and 
sociolinguistic knowledge of second language. In this study, 103 non-native and 63 
native speakers of American English are asked to interpret the messages contained in 
twelve vignettes involving apologies, requests, refusals, and complaints. Subjects rate 
each vignette according to three criteria: (1) the degree of status inequality between the 













and (3) the degree of imposition on the interlocutor who is expected to produce a 
specific speech act. The study examines the overlap between grammatical and 
sociolinguistic proficiency and the extent to which male-female subcultural norms 
influence perceptions about politeness. Zuskin finds few general differences either 
between native English and linguistically heterogeneous non-native interpretations of 
the vignettes or between the interpretations made by the various subgroups of 
non-native speakers. However, for three of the twelve vignettes, the gender of the 
subjects is a significant factor in interpreting the speech acts, contributing more to the 
variance than either subjects’ proficiency level or the interaction between gender and 
proficiency level. The more grammatically skilled foreign language subjects do not 
prove to be more sociolinguistically skilled.  
 
III. The purpose of the thesis and introduction of the database 
 
Being a language learner and realizing the importance of apology in social 
communication, the writer of this thesis feels the need of a clearer understanding of this 
language phenomenon. On the other hand, the writer also hopes to use this most 
common language phenomenon to illustrate some characteristics of written English 
(WE) and spoken English (SE).  
 
With these two writing purposes in mind, this thesis builds up a database. 
Researchers such as Douglas Biber (1985, 1986) have demonstrated that there is a 
continuum between speech and writing. When a broader range of genres is considered, 
the picture becomes much more complex. Moreover, genres such as formal speech may 
overlap with certain features of written language. Thus the discussion of this thesis has 
mainly focused on apologies in written personal or business letters, and face-to-face 
simultaneous conversations. Both the written and spoken materials are chosen at 


















unified and complete body of language selected for analysis. The word “text” is used in 
linguistics to refer to any passage, spoken or written, of whatever length. It forms a 
unified whole and might be anything from a single proverb to a whole play, from a 
momentary cry for help to an old-day discussion on a committee. In a word, a text is a 
unit of language in use, and is best regarded as a semantic unit. As Halliday and Hasan 
(1976) states, “It is realized by, or encoded in sentences.” Depending on the object of 
the analysis in this thesis, a text may thus be a short piece of letter or whole 




In the introductory part, the writer of this thesis makes clear what apology is, e 
historical review of apology and writing purpose of this thesis. This chapter mainly 
focuses on theoretical foundation of apology. The writer will introduce the theory of 
speech act, face and politeness respectively, and after each one, the writer will give a 
detailed explanation of how they are used in apology. People do things with speech. An 
apology is a speech act for maintaining the social relationship. To apologize is to act 
politely, both in the vernacular sense and in the more technical sense of paying attention 
to the addressee’s face needs (Brown & Levinson, 1978,1987).  
 
I. Speech act and indirect speech act theory 
 
1. Speech act theory and apology 
 
Speech act theory is the first major theory in pragmatics, which was initially 
proposed in the 1950s and widely issued in the 1960s and 1970s. There is an enormous 
literature on it from both philosophical and linguistic points of views. 
 
J. L. Austin is the founder of speech act theory. His first shot at the theory is that 
there are two types of sentence: those that are used to do things and those that are used 
to describe things. The former is dubbed performative, while the latter is constative. 
Look at the following two texts: 
 (7) I name this ship the Queen Elizabeth. 













The first example, which was uttered by the Queen of England at a ship–launching 
ceremony, is not a description of what she is doing at the time of speaking. To utter this 
sentence is to perform the very action of naming the ship. It is different from the second 
example, which was uttered by a chemistry teacher in a demonstration of an experiment. 
The second example describes the teacher’s action at the time of speaking. The 
utterance of the second sentence is not the performance of the action of pouring some 
liquid. The teacher cannot pour any liquid into a tube by simply uttering these words. 
He must accompany his words with the actual pouring of some liquid into the tube. 
Otherwise one can accuse him of making a false statement. But one cannot say the 
queen made a false statement, even though she did not accompany her words with the 
action of actually writing the word Queen Elizabeth on the ship. Thus the first sentence 
is named by Austin performative, and the second one is constative.  
 
People can do things with speech. They can make promises, lay bets, issue 
warnings, christen boats, place names in nomination, offer congratulations, swear 
testimony. By saying “I warn you that there is a sleeping dog in the closet”, people not 
only say something, they warn someone. Actually, every utterance is some kind of 
speech act. The study of how people do things with sentences is the study of speech acts. 
However, Austin gradually realizes that they are not really useful for separating 
performatives from constatives. For example, it is true that with some performatives, 
there will be a conventional procedure and the procedure must be executed correctly 
and completely. Nevertheless, it is also true with some performative because there may 
not be such a strict restriction. To make a promise, one can either say “I promise” or “I 
give a word”. On the other hand, the so-called constatives may also be infelicitious in 
these ways. The person who makes a statement must also have requisite thoughts, 
feelings and intentions. To make a promise one must have the intention to carry it out. 
And to state that something is true, one must believe it. Thus, the dichotomy between 
performatives and constatives is not discussed for its own sake. It serves another 
purpose-- it paves the way for a new theory.  
 
Austin (1975) suggests that when the speaker makes an utterance to the hearer in a 
certain context, the speaker is performing three kinds of acts simultaneously.  
 













basic act of utterance, or producing a meaningful linguistic expression. If a person has 
difficulty in actually forming the sounds and words to create a meaningful utterance in a 
language, he might fail to produce a locutionary act.  
(2) illocutionary act: the making of a statement, offer, etc., which conveys the 
speaker’s communicative intention. Mostly a person does not just produce well-formed 
utterances with no purpose. He forms an utterances with some kind of function in mind. 
The illocutionary act is performed via the communicative force of an utterance. This is 
also generally known as the illocutionary force of utterance. 
(3) perlocutionary act: the bringing about of effects on the hearer through the 
utterance. The speaker produces an utterance on the assumption that the hearer will 
recognize the effect (for example, to account for a wonderful smell or to get the hearer 
to drink some coffee). This is generally known as the perlocutionary effect. Suppose a 
student is late for class and he stands outside his classroom, saying “I am sorry” to his 
teacher. The loutionary act is to describe his feeling of sorry. The illocutionary act is to 
ask the teacher to let him in. If the teacher lets him in, the perlocutionary act is fulfilled.  
 
Apology is a kind of speech act. According to Cohen, Olshtain & Rosentein(1986 : 
54), the speech act of apologizing consists of at least following main strategies or 
semantic formulas: 
1. an expression of apology, whereby the speaker uses a word, expression, or 
sentence which contains a relevant performative verb such as apologize, forgive, excuse, 
be sorry. 
2. an explanation or account of the situation which indirectly caused the 
apologizer to commit the offense and which is used by the speaker as indirect speech 
act of apologizing. 
3. acknowledgment of responsibility, whereby the offender recognizes his or her 
fault in causing the infraction. 
4. an offer of repair, whereby the apologizer makes a bid to carry out an action or 
provide payment for some kind of damage which results from the infraction. 
5. a promise of nonrecurrence, whereby the apologizer commits himself or 
herself not to have the offense happen again. 
 
 













some behavior that violates social norms. When an action or an utterance (or the lack of 
either ) result in one or more persons perceiving themselves as deserving an apology, 
the culpable person is expected to apologize. According to Searle (1969:4), a person 
who makes an apology for doing A expresses regret at having done A. Thus, the 
apology act takes place only if the apologizer believes that some act A has been 
performed prior to the time of apologizing and that this precondition has resulted in an 
infraction which has affected another person who is now deserving of an apology. 
Furthermore, the apologizer believes that he is at least partly responsible for the offense 
and has, an intentional goal, to make amends (Fraser, 1980).  
 
2. Indirect speech act theory and apology  
 
In everyday conversation, there are different ways to go about getting the things 
one wants. When one is with a group of friends, he can say to them, “Go to get me that 
plate!”, or “Shut up!” However, when he is surrounded by a group of adults at a formal 
situation, in which his parents are attending, he must say, “Could you please pass me 
that plate, if you don’t mind?” or “I am sorry! I don’t mean to interrupt, but I am not 
able to hear the speaker in the front of the room.” In different social situations, he is 
obliged to adjust his use of words to fit the occasion. It would seem socially 
unacceptable if the phrases above are reversed.   
 
Yule, in his Pragmatics (1996: 48), illustrates that the use of the term speech act 
covers “actions” such as “requesting”, “commanding”, “questioning” and “informing”. 
One can use the following linguistic forms with their different “functions”. The forms 
would be descried in the syntactic analysis of language, and the functions would be 
described as what people use language. 
                         Forms        Functions 
Did you eat the food?   Interrogative   Question 
Eat food please.       I mperative    Command (request) 
You ate the food.      Declarative    Statement ( p. 133) 
When a form such as Did he…?, Are they…? Or can you…? is used to ask a question, it 
is described as direct speech act, which has been mentioned above. Now compare the 
following two: 1.Can you ride a bicycle? 2.Can you pass the salt? In the second 













do something. In fact, he would not treat this as a question at all. He would treat it as a 
request and perform the action requested. Yet, this request has been presented in the 
syntactic form which is associated with a question. Such an example is described as an 
indirect speech act. Whenever one of the forms in the set above is used to perform a 
function other than the one listed beside it ( on the same line), the result is an indirect 
speech act ( More detailed discussion of it will be given in Chapter Two, in the section 
Metaphor of mood.) The following utterance has the form normally associated with a 
statement: You left the door open. If this sentence is said to someone who has just come 
into the room (and it is pretty cold outside), the speaker would probably be understood 
to have made not a statement, but a request. He is requesting, indirectly, that the person 
close the door. Used in this way, it is another example of indirect speech act. The 
simplest cases of meaning are those in which the speaker means exactly what he says. If 
the speaker always expresses his idea frankly, there would be few problems for speech 
theory or for discourse analysis. In other words, there is a distance between what is said 
and what is meant. 
 
It should be noted that, like many other speech acts, apology sometimes is not so 
easy to recognize. Considering many reasons, people will not means exactly what he 
says. There may be bivalent or plurivalent speech acts, expressing more than one 
illocutionary or pragmatic force (Thomas, 1985). Words which express regret for an 
offense may also serve as an apology. Thus one sentence simultaneously performs the 
function of conveying bad news (Brown & Levinson, 1978:73) and apologizing for it. 
See the following example of written English.  
(9) 
 Dear FRANK, 
It was an exciting year, struggling to over come our many difficulties. You are 
given much of the credit for the turnaround toward profitability.  
I realize a thank-you is small reward for your diligent work, but next year 
we expect to make our thank-you more tangible. Meanwhile it’s great having you 
on our team. We are run ning strong and in the direct direction. 
Sincerely,  
From the wording, this letter is to praise Mr. Frank for his hard work, and tell him the 
bad news that the company cannot raise his salary “I realize a thank-you is small 













tangible”. It performs the function of apology. It illustrates the complexity of 
interaction, since it expresses a FTA while simultaneously administering face redress as 
a politeness strategy mitigating the effect of the FTA. At a more general level, Norrick 
(1978:281) points out that, in addition to convincing the victim of the apologizer’s 
regret, apologies often serve such social functions as “to evince good manners, to 
assuage the addressee’s wrath, or s imply to get off the hook and be on one’s way”.  
 
People do use indirect speech acts in daily life. One of the most important factors 
that determine the choice of direct or indirect speech acts is politeness. Yule mentions in 
his The Study of Language (1996:132) that, “Perhaps the crucial distinction in the use of 
these two types speech acts is based on the fact that indirect commands or requests are 
simply considered more gentle or more polite in our society than direct commands.”  
 
II. The theory of face and politeness 
 
Anyone who is not a hermit must have daily contacts with other human beings. 
Anyone needs to learn explicit and implicit codes by which human beings usually 
manage to keep from doing harm to the other, and respond to alterations in those codes 
with greater or lesser good nature and skill. In the following section, two relevant terms 
that are closely connected with apology will be discussed: face and politeness. 
 
1. Face  
 
As a technical term, face means public self-image of a person. It refers to the 
emotional and social sense of self that everyone has and expects everyone else to 
recognize. Brown and Levinson (1987:21) defines face as follows: 
 
“(Face is) something that is emotionally invested, and that can be lost, 
maintained, or enhanced, and must be constantly attended to in 
interaction. In general, people cooperate (and assume each other’s 
cooperation) in maintaining face in interaction, such cooperation being 
based on the mutual vulnerability of face. That is, normally everyone’s 
face depends on everyone else’s being maintained, and since people can 
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